A recent Ipsos Reid poll conducted for the CMA found that 78% of respondents thought the federal government needs to play a significant role in developing a seniors' health strategy and that only 37% of Canadians have confidence in the ability of the current system to care for our aging population. Three-quarters of respondents said they were concerned for themselves about whether they would have access to highquality health care in their retirement years. "I know this is an important issue. It's an issue the provinces and territories have made at the top of their agenda," Ambrose acknowledged before leaving it to the provincial ministers to discuss their senior care strategies. "We can't do anything without them. A great deal of this involves their jurisdiction."
Federal leadership on the issue "would be welcome," Matthews rejoined. "There are many ways they could help."
That suggestion echoes the recommendations of a recent report from the Health Council of Canada, a health care quality watchdog established to monitor the 2003 accord that the federal government is now dismantling.
Accord to the Health Council report, "a decade of health care reform in Canada has produced disappointing results for taxpayers and patients alike as progress on wait times for key procedures stalled, primary health care services lag behind other countries and home care services do not adequately meet seniors' needs." John Abbott, the Council's CEO, suggests that senior care is a problem the federal government should now make its own. "It's an issue facing all Canadian families," he explains. "If I was advising the federal government, that's where I would go." Dr. Monika Dutt, chair of Canadians in Defence of Medicare and a family physician with the Cape Breton Health Authority in Sydney, Nova Scotia, agrees.
"We have to ask where is the federal government in all of this?" she stressed after noting that health care for seniors is increasingly inequitable across Canada.
But finding a consensus on government action may not be easy. According to Fred Horne, Alberta's minister of health, the increasingly severe problem with senior care -which he described "as probably the biggest challenge" facing Canadian health ministers -is not about jurisdictions.
Instead of focusing on government solutions, Horne suggested, Canadians should focus on family-based responses. -Paul Webster, Toronto, Ont. DOI:10.1503/cmaj.109-4625
